61

5. Conclusion: Bridges to Nowhere

A single weather event, Hurricane Katrina, has brought about the greatest population dislocation
in the United States since the Great Depression of the 1930s. Katrina was not the strongest
hurricane ever to hit the Gulf Coast, but it was perhaps the most destructive ever due to its
extraordinary storm surge on the one hand, and due to human failures on the other. These
failures are many and profound: the inadequacy of levees, the inadequacy of the evacuation plan,
the inadequacy of the governmental response and a social environment characterized by
widespread poverty, racial inequities and a history of racial discrimination. Without these
failures, Hurricane Katrina, whose effect was compounded in mostly rural areas by Hurricane
Rita, might have had an impact much more in keeping with most other hurricanes. Instead,
Katrina’s impact will be permanent and irreversible for many families and communities. The
cleanup and reconstruction effort alone will likely take no less than a decade to accomplish, but
the speed of that effort will also be determined by whether the American people step forward and
exert sufficient pressure on their government to speed up the relief and reconstruction effort, or
whether that effort is also shaped by human failure and a lack of compassion. President Bush
has made a lot of easy promises, but has failed to live up to his words."*

As our tour bus for the Congressional Delegation made up of Select Committee Members, guest
Members and their staff drove through the devastated Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans, not far
from downtown, one could still get a sense of the charm. Aside from the roads having been
cleared, little had changed in four and a half months since a twenty foot wall of water was
unleashed upon the is community of lower-income, mostly African-American residents. As we
passed by heaps of debris, we were reminded that there were likely to be found more dead bodies
(as indeed several have been even since our visit), it was possible to imagine the lifestyle of the
residents of these cozy square wood houses.

Fourteen per cent of residents in the Lower Ninth were senior citizens. Another fourteen percent
were handicapped. A full sixty percent owned their own homes, ranking the home ownership
rate in this community among the highest in the country. At the same time, only forty per cent of
residents were literate. These astonishing figures tell a tale of a community that was industrious,
frugal and ill-served by the educational system. But most of all, you could tell just by looking
that in spite of the fact that their homes were small, the people who lived here were proud of
their community, and proud to contribute their part to the culture of New Orleans.

Another dramatic fact is that few of these residents left New Orleans very often. But now they
are scattered to the four winds and 44 states, and of all the residents of New Orleans they face the
longest odds of ever returning to their homes, most of which are beyond repair, let alone ever
receiving compensation for the loss of their property. Numbers and dollar figures cannot begin
to calculate the loss experienced by, say, a senior in her 80s who had rarely ever set foot outside
New Orleans, but who now faces the challenge of starting a new life all over again in a strange
community far away, separated from family and friends.

Hurricane Katrina, which struck the coasts of Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama on August 29,

2005, was the first event to be declared an “Incident of National Significance™ by the Secretary
of Homeland Security, as empowered to do so under the NRP. The first priority listed in the
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event of an Incident of National Significance is “to save lives and protect the health and safety of
the public, resources and recovery workers.”

A mandatory evacuation was declared for the City of New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane
Katrina. Yet more than 100,000 residents of New Orleans simply lacked the means to evacuate
upon demand. There are many reasons why. The elderly, the disabled and the infirm required
special assistance. Most self-supporting residents were low income earners and did not have
their own means of transport to get out. Before the Hurricane Pam exercise in 2004, this issue
seriously addressed, but funds for hurricane disaster planning were cut by the DHS.

For the low income, mostly black residents of Orleans Parish who had not heeded or could not
heed evacuation calls, the order to evacuate was effectively meaningless. How would our 82
year-old grandmother with no care, living on a fixed income, and whose only family was based
in the area about to be hit, get up and relocate out of the city. For starters, how would she pay
for the hotel bills? For as many as five days after Hurricane Katrina, many of the bridges of New
Orleans became bridges to nowhere, most with floodwaters on both ends. Thousands of
survivors spent days stranded on a bridge, hopeful and expectant that one of the many helicopters
flying overhead would stop and rescue them from the toxic floodwaters and the searing hot sun.
Some black survivors report helicopters teasing them at the prospect of rescue and then leaving
them and moving on to white neighborhoods. The conditions at the Convention Center, the
Superdome, the I-10 / Causeway Cloverleaf resembled concentration camps—days of internment
without adequate food, water or sanitation, and a growing sense of hopelessness. Yet all this
wasn’t all just about poor coordination. The Gretna Police furned back survivors seeking a way
out by crossing the Crescent City Connection bridge, and subsequently confiscated their food
and water—bridge to nowhere.

What we are left with is a spectacular failure of government. Prior to the flooding of New
Orleans, Grover Norquist, President of Americans for Tax Reform and a close associated of
indicted lobbyist Jack Abramoff, has publicly stated the following: “I don’t want to abolish
government. I simply want to reduce it to the size where I can drag it into the bathroom and
drown it in the bathtub.” It seems he got his wish, at least for the people of New Orleans.
Hurricane Katrina should and undoubtedly will force us to reexamine prevalent notions of the
market fundamentalists, who are ready and willing to fund any wars the government takes on,
but who loathe paying for social programs or public infrastructure. It was under-funding that
contributed to the flooding of New Orleans, and to the delinquent response. It may be under-
funding that cripples the ability of tens of thousands of residents to return home and rebuild their
lives.

Americans are generous when it comes to disaster. The $3 billion that has been raised by private
entities for the relief effort eclipses the $2.2 raised for victims of 9/11. “But charity is episodic
and driven by disaster. What is needed are structures of justice that perpetuate the goodwill
intended in charity.”'*

The Gulf Coast provides America with a significant share of its energy supplies. This should be

kept in mind as Congress and the White House decide how much relief and reconstruction
monies are to be given, and in what form. Making a strong investment may pay greater
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dividends later. We can choose to leave New Orleans to the Donald Trumps and Prince
Charles’s of the world, who are already busy buying up property and planning their casinos and
condominiums for the rich. In doing so we may be depriving tens of thousands of working
people of their right of return, of their voting rights, of their property rights and yes, of their civil
rights.

We can also choose to go half-way and assist only enough to restore things to the way they were
before Katrina. But many working class survivors don’t want to go back to how it was before.
They see Katrina as an opportunity to fix what was broken. They dream of a New Orleans with
its racial diversity restored, free of grinding poverty and crowded prisons, with strong levees'™"
and comprehensive evacuation plans for future hurricanes. The Federal government should seek
creative ways to assist in such a noble endeavor.
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Summary of Recommendations:

* When the National Response Plan and/or other disaster preparedness plans are revised,
they need to be updated to anticipate looting as a highly probable and often rational
response to scarcity by individuals in an emergency. Rights of property must not
supersede the right to food, water and medicine, i.e. the right to survive, especially not
during a declared emergency.

* FEMA or any agency that replaces it must be directed to produce impact and
implementation policy studies aimed at producing emergency preparedness and response
policies that address the particular needs of minority communities.

* Congress should pass legislation to set procedures for protecting the civil liberties of
minorities during an emergency situation. Armed forces and police should be on notice
that individual acts of blatant discrimination or abuse of minorities will result in serious
punishments, and systemic abuse will result in loss of financial support. Private relief
organizations with discriminatory relief practices should be subject to review and
possible loss of contracts.

* Recommendation: Future emergency preparedness planning must include the provision
of transportation for the elderly, the infirm and those without their own means of
locomotion, as well as the placing of Disaster Recovery Centers (DRCs) as near as is
feasible, to enable these evacuees to return to their homes as quickly and easily as
possible.

* Congress should pass legislation to ban political patronage within Federal agencies;
specifically within FEMA and DHS.

* Recommendation: The National Response Plan should either be overhauled or scrapped.
A new plan should be developed that includes: 1) unambiguous command structures for
military responders; 2) crystal clear clarification regarding the integration of the work of
state and federal armed forces during an emergency to maximize the ability to deploy
military assets in a pro-active manner; 3) pre-set standard operating procedures for non-
military agencies operating in a crisis detailing what operations they can and should
initiate without waiting for marching orders from a higher authority; 4) an integrated
communications plan that puts all responders on the same page from the get-go, using
Interoperable Communications technology.

* Recommendation: The National Response Plan is color blind, and any future such
national emergency response plans must include sensitivity training for both military and
non-military responders so that responders are aware in advance of the specific needs and
leadership patterns in communities of color.

* Recommendation: Emergency response agencies like FEMA should offer diversity
training to their employees, and establish direct working relationships with leadership
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figures in minority communities living in disaster prone areas such as flood planes so that
those relationships are forged and ready to call upon prior to the emergency.

* Congress should re-establish FEMA as an independent Federal agency, removing it from
DHS; but give housing oversight back to HUD.

* Take international politics out of disaster relief efforts by establishing a policy that no
legitimate offers of foreign assistance will be refused.

* Future hurricane response plans should include evacuations for prisons susceptible to
flooding.

* Congress should direct the Government Accountability office to investigate:

1) the degree to which confusion over roles, responsibilities and powers contributed to
the tragic and unnecessary delay in dispatching Federal forces to the incident site; and

2) the Bush administration’s claims that the Commander-in-Chief needs more power
than the Constitution envisions or allows.

* Recommendation: The Constitutional principle and practice of separating military and
police functions has become a cornerstone of our democracy. Congress should re-affirm
the Posse Comitatus Act in light of proposals to amend or overturn it being made by our
President.

* Congress should revive the Superfund program, which taxes polluters to pay for the
environmental cleanup they are responsible for creating in the first place.

* Congress must pass legislation directing the Environmental Protection Agency to
establish a comprehensive assessment and protection plan for the citizens of the Gulf
Coast to protect the public from environmental contaminants and infectious materials that
pose a threat to public health and safety in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.

* The Federal government should establish a commission to work with scientists, engineers

and state and local governments to explore the feasibility of the “Coast 2050 plan to
restore the coastal wetlands.
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